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ABSTRACT 



This paper reports findings of a regional survey of North 
Virginia businesses. The Office of Institutional Research (OIR) at Northern 
Virginia Community College (NVCC) conducted the research in an effort to 
assess the educational and training needs of area businesses. Employers 
ranked employee desirable characteristics and skills on a scale of 0 for "not 
applicable" to 5 for "very important." Respondents rated 17 skills. The top 
five skills desired by employees are: (1) a solid work ethic; (2) 
communication abilities; (3) the ability to learn on the job; (4) motivation 
or initiative; and (5) the ability to work with others. Work experience, 
leadership abilities, and GPA or academic credentials ranked at the bottom of 
the list. Employers were also asked to name other characteristics that were 
not included in the survey. Among the "other" skills listed as very important 
were qualities such as: excellent customer service, positive attitude, 
professionalism, good writing skills, being a team player, and the ability to 
speak a second language. The authors of the study find that, in general, 
employers place greater emphasis on general skills than on specialized 
skills. NVCC can use the findings of the study to determine whether or not 
their students are learning the skills they need, and whether or not these 
skills can be taught in the community college classroom. NVCC also must 
examine what opportunities there are for helping students develop these 
skills in non-classroom settings as well. (NB) 
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Abstract 



The Business Needs Assessment Survey was administered to businesses (private and 
public) in the College’s service area by both telephone and mail. One of the purposes of the 
survey was to learn what employee characteristics and skills are most valued by area 
businesses. 

Survey results indicated that employers appeared to place more emphasis on personal or 
general characteristics rather than on specific work-related skills. Work ethics, 
communication abilities, the ability to learn on the job, motivation and initiative, and working 
with others were skills considered by the majority of employers to be “very important”. In 
addition, a large percentage of the employers also rated employee characteristics such as 
the ability to solve job-related problems, interpersonal skills, overall preparation for 
employment, and reading and comprehension skills as either “very important” or “important”. 
In comparison, less than half of the employers indicated that skills such as special technical 
job skills or work experience were “very important”. The findings of the Business Needs 
Assessment Survey are similar to the findings of some national studies. However, it is 
important to note that specific industrial sectors value certain skills and characteristics 
differently than other sectors. 1 

The expectations of area employers responding to the Business Needs Assessment Survey 
might reflect in part the demands of The new workplace”, as described in a 1997 survey 
report of employers who use community colleges for workforce education. 

The new workplace requires adaptive and innovative workers with strong 
interpersonal skills. Emerging and existing workers will be expected to have 
as broad a set of skills as was previously required only of supervisors and 
management. 2 

Learning what characteristics and skills area employers value in their employees poses 
challenges to NVCC and other educational institutions. Some questions raised by the 
findings from the survey include, is it the role of NVCC to teach students how to be good 
employees? Is it the role of the College to provide students with much more than, for 
example, the technical skills they need to be employed? If so, how might this be 
accomplished? And to what degree do the College’s current programs of study address 
these issues? 

The information gathered from the Business Needs Survey, regarding the characteristics and 
skills area employers value in employees, can help NVCC to evaluate its current efforts in 

preparing students for today’s workplace By recognizing what characteristics are most 

valued by local businesses, the College can help ensure that NVCC students have the 
opportunity to acquire and refine these skills in order to succeed. 



1 As noted in OIR Report No. 15-00, “Skill Sets Needed By the IT Sector: Washington D.C. Metropolitan Area”, 
more emphasis is placed on work experience within the IT industry. 

2 

Zeiss, Tony and Associates. Developing the World's Best Workforce: An Agenda for America's Community 
Colleges. Washington, D.C.: American Association of Community Colleges, 1997, p. 35. 
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Executive Summary 

To assess the educational and training needs of area businesses, the Office of Institutional 
Research (01 R) at Northern Virginia Community College (NVCC) conducted a Business 
Needs Assessment Study of businesses in the College’s service area. Over ten thousand 
area businesses, were asked to respond to a survey designed to help the College learn more 
about the workforce needs of area employers. The survey was conducted by telephone and 
by mail. The response rate was approximately 16%. 

One of the purposes of the Business Needs Assessment Survey was to learn what employee 
characteristics and skills are most valued by Northern Virginia employers. To find out, 
employers were given a list of seventeen different employee characteristics and skills and 
were asked to rate the importance of each of them, using a scale that ranged from 0 for “not 
applicable” to 5 for “very important”. 3 Additional information, views, and insights were gained 
from telephone interviews of selected employers. 

This report is one in a series based upon the Business Needs Assessment Survey. The 
report presents an analysis and discussion of the responses given by area employers to the 
question of the importance of different characteristics in potential candidates for employment. 
It provides a profile of the “good employee” as seen from the point of view of area employers. 

The following is a summary of key findings discussed in this report: 

• Work ethics was ranked the most important of the seventeen characteristics and skills 
that were rated. This was followed by communication abilities, which was ranked a close 
second. 4 

• Over 90% of the respondents rated work ethics, communication abilities, the ability to 
learn on the job, motivation and initiative, and working with others as employee 
characteristics they considered either “very important” or “important”. 

• Large percentages of employers also indicated that characteristics such as the ability of 
employees to solve problems related to their job (87%), interpersonal skills (83%), overall 
preparation for employment (79%), and reading and comprehension skills (79%) were 
either “very important” or “important”. 

• More than half of the respondents rated all but three of the characteristics and skills as 
“very important” or “important” . All of the ranked characteristics and skills were deemed 
to be important, to some degree, by area employers. 



3 Respondents were asked to use the following scale: 0=not applicable, 1=not at all important, 2=a little important, 
3=somewhat important, 4=important, and 5=very important. 

4 The mean scores, which were used to rank the seventeen characteristics, ranged from 2.92 to 4.65, a difference 
of 1 .73 points on a five-point scale. 
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• More than half of the employers indicated that computer skills (59%), analytical aptitude 
(59%), knowledge of technical job skills (59%), familiarity with equipment required by the 
job (58%), and mathematical skills (52%) were either “very important” or “important”. 

• Work experience and leadership abilities were deemed “very important” or “important” by 
just under half of the employers (45% in each case). 

• Only 25% of employers rated GPA or academic credentials as “very important” or 
“important”. 

For the most part, employers appeared to place more emphasis on personal or more general 
characteristics rather than on more specialized or work-related skills. That is, employers 
regarded work ethics, communication skills, motivation and initiative, ability to learn on the 
job, and interpersonal skills as more important than, for example, work experience, special 
technical skills, or familiarity with equipment required by the job. 

The present study, by adding to NVCC’s understanding of what characteristics and skills 
employers value, will help NVCC provide its students with the education and training they 
need to ensure their success in today’s workplace. 
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EMPLOYEE CHARACTERISTICS AND SKILLS VALUED BY 
NORTHERN VIRGINIA EMPLOYERS 



Introduction 



To assess the educational and training needs of area businesses, the Office of Institutional 
Research (01 R) at Northern Virginia Community College (NVCC) conducted a Business 
Needs Assessment Study of businesses in the College’s service area. 5 Mail and telephone 
surveys were conducted to obtain information from area businesses about their current and 
future workforce needs. 6 The study used more than one methodology in an effort to gain the 
participation of the greatest number of area employers. 

This report focuses on the section of the Business Needs Assessment Survey that was 
designed to find out the characteristics and skills in employees that are most valued by area 
employers. It analyzes the combined responses to both the telephone and mail survey 
questions and, in addition, presents information, opinions, and insights collected from local 
businesses in the telephone interviews. By developing a profile of the “good employee,” as 
seen from the point of view of area employers, the College can better evaluate the extent to 
which the education and training it offers to students prepares them to meet the expectations 
of area employers. 



Methodology 

The study was undertaken in two phases. The first phase consisted of a telephone survey of 
selected area businesses. The telephone survey gathered quantitative and qualitative data 
through surveys and interviews. The second phase was a mail survey. Surveys were sent 
to ten thousand area businesses. The total number of responses to the Business Needs 
Assessment Survey was 1 ,621 , of which 279 came from the telephone survey and 1 ,342 
came from the mail survey. The response rate for the Business Needs Assessment Survey 
was approximately 16%. 

The participating businesses represented a cross section of area organizations, including 
retail and service businesses, high technology firms, healthcare and health-related 
businesses, and professional firms such as engineering companies. The contacted 
businesses and organizations were in both the private and public sector; each had ten or 
more employees. 

As Table 1 shows, all of the major industry classifications were represented among the 
survey respondents to the Business Needs Assessment Survey. The Services sector 
accounted for the largest proportion of respondents (51%). The Services sector covers a 
wide range of industries, most of which fall under the Business Services category. The 
Business Services category includes high technology companies. Some of the other 
industries included in the Services sector are Health Services, Social Services, Educational 
Services, and Management Consulting Services. Given the economic structure of the 



5 NVCC’s service area includes the counties of Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, and Prince William, and the cities of 
Alexandria, Fairfax, Falls Church, Manassas, and Manassas Park. 

6 A copy of the survey instrument is attached at the end of the report. 
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Northern Virginia area, it is not surprising that a large proportion of the respondents were 
included in this category. 

In addition to the Services sector, the Retail Trade (11%), Construction (8%), and 
Banking/Finance (7%) sectors were well represented in the sample. It would be expected 
that due to the close proximity of Washington, D.C. there would have been more 
respondents from the Public Administration sector in the survey sample. However, many of 
the agencies linked to the government were classified under the Services sector. 



Table 1: Business Needs Survey Respondents, By Industry Classification* 



Industry Classifications 


Number 


Percentage 


Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 


54 


4.0 


Mining 


1 


0.1 


Construction 


107 


8.0 


Manufacturing 


46 


3.4 


T ransportation and Public Utilities 


43 


3.2 


Wholesale Trade 


67 


5.0 


Retail T rade 


152 


11.3 


Banking/Finance, Insurance and Real Estate 


89 


6.6 


Services 


681 


50.8 


Public Administration 


10 


0.7 


Other 


92 


6.9 


Total 


1,342 


100.0 



* Standard Industrial Classification Code 



The report is divided into two sections. Section 1 of the report presents a ranking of 
characteristics and skills based on a mean score calculated for each characteristic. The 
ranking shows the relative importance respondents placed upon the employee 
characteristics and skills they were asked to rate. 7 Section 2 presents the data on each of 
the characteristics separately. Comments made in the telephone interviews are also 
discussed in this section, providing further information and insight into how employers viewed 
the importance of the characteristics and skills. After the presentation of the data on each 
characteristic, issues for discussion suggested by the findings are offered for readers to 
consider. The list of issues given is by no means exhaustive. Like the commentary and 
references provided for some topics, issues are suggested solely for the purpose of 
triggering thought and discussion. 



The terms “respondent” and “employer” are used interchangeably in this report. Area employers and 
businesses referred to are those who responded to the Business Needs Assessment Survey. 
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Section 1 : Relative Importance of Employee Characteristics 



The employee characteristics and skills, ranked by employers in the order of perceived 
importance, are presented in Table 2. 8 All of the ranked characteristics and skills were 
deemed to be important, to some degree, by area employers. However, some 
characteristics were considered more important than others. 

As shown in Table 2, the mean scores for characteristics ranged from a high of 4.65 for work 
ethics to a low of 2.92 for GPA or academic credentials. From highest to lowest, the mean 
scores of the characteristics differed by 1.73 points. Although the change is gradual, it 
demonstrates a clear pattern of preference. 

According to the data presented in Table 2 and comments from area employers, it appears 
that many employers place a higher value on characteristics such as sound work ethics, 
communication abilities, and the ability to learn on the job than on more specific areas such 
as computer, technical, or math skills. Some employers indicated that they valued 
employees whom they considered “educated persons” with personal characteristics such as 
the ability to learn on the job or to solve job-related problems. 

Comments made during telephone interviews also indicated that many employers, with the 
exception of those in technical areas, do not necessarily expect employees to be “content 
experts”. Many respondents felt that if they have an “educated pool" of workers who could 
be easily trained, then teaching job-specific skills to employees would become easy. Some 
employers who were interviewed, Jor example, seemed to value analytical aptitude or the 
ability to solve problems more than specialized skills. 



Respondents were presented with the seventeen characteristics and skills shown in Table 2 and asked to rate 
the importance of each based upon the following scale: O=not applicable, 1=not at all important, 2=a little 
important, 3=somewhat important, 4=important, and 5=very important. Respondents’ choices were aggregated 
and averages (mean scores) were computed for comparison purposes. These mean scores were used to rank 
the different characteristics in the order of importance. 
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Table 2: Ranking of Employee Characteristics/Skills 





Characteristics/Skills : 


Rank 


Mean 

Score 


Work Ethics 


1 


4.65 


Communication Abilities 


2 


4.59 


Ability to Learn on the Job 


3 


4.50 


Motivation or Initiative 


4 


4.48 


Working with Others 


5 


4.48 


Ability to Solve Job Problems 


6 


4.28 


Interpersonal Skills 


7 


4.17 


Reading and Comprehension Skills 


8 


4.07 


Overall Preparation for Employment 


9 


4.00 


Computer Skills 


10 


3.65 


Special Technical Job Skills 


11 


3.64 


Analytical Aptitude 


12 


3.58 


Familiarity with Job Equipment 


13 


3.57 


Mathematical Skills 


14 


3.38 


Work Experience 


15 


3.32 


Leadership Abilities 


16 


3.31 


GPA or Academic Credentials 


17 


2.92 



It is important to note that all of the ranked characteristics and skills were deemed to be 
important to some degree by area employers. Figure 1 presents, in order, the importance 
given by respondents to employee characteristics and skills. 

Figure 1: Ranking of Expected Characteristics/Skills for Employees 



Work Ethics 
Communication Abilities 
Ability to Learn on the Job 
Working with Others 
Motivation or Initiative 
Ability to Solve Job Problems 
Interpersonal Skills 
Reading and Comprehension Skills 
Overall Preparation for Employment 
Computer Skills 
Special Technical Job Skills 
Analytical Aptitude 
Familiarity with Job Equipment 
Mathematical Skills 
Work Experience 
Leadership Abilities 
GPA or Academic Credentials 

0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3 3.5 4 4.5 5 




Ranked Importance (Mean Score) 
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The rankings, of the characteristics and skills presented in Table 2 and Figure 1, reflect the 
expectations of a cross section of businesses in the Northern Virginia area. The findings of 
the Business Needs Assessment Survey are similar to the findings of some national studies. 
However, it is important to note that specific industrial sectors value certain skills and 
characteristics differently than other sectors. 9 For example, according to employer 
comments, businesses in the IT sector placed more value on analytical aptitude, computer 
skills, and special technical job skills than on other skills. In comparison, businesses in the 
retail and service industries placed more value on employees with communication skills and 
the ability to work with others. The findings presented in Table 2 and Figure 1 are from a 
wide variety of businesses, not a particular industry. The ranking of these characteristics 
would, more than likely, change if the survey responses were analyzed by industry sector, 
not aggregated for all businesses. 



9 As noted in OIR Report No. 15-00, “Skill Sets Needed By the IT Sector: Washington D.C. Metropolitan Area”, 
more emphasis is placed on work experience within the IT industry. 
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Section 2: Employee Characteristics Valued by Employers 

In Section 1 the relative importance of employee characteristics as perceived by Northern 
Virginia employers was discussed. In Section 2 the data for each characteristic are 
presented separately, showing how the employers rated each of the characteristics and 
skills. Employers evaluated each of the characteristics and indicated whether they 
considered them to be very important, important, somewhat important, a little important, not 
at all important, or not applicable. In analyzing the data, representative comments made by 
respondents in the telephone interviews are integrated into the text, providing further insight 
from employers on the question of characteristics they valued in employees. 

After the presentation of the data on each characteristic, issues for discussion suggested by 
the findings are offered for readers to consider. The list of issues given for any of the topics 
is by no means exhaustive. The commentary and references, along with the list of issues, 
are suggested solely for the purpose of triggering thought and discussion. 

The data for each characteristic are presented in this section of the report in the order of the 
list below. The list provides a summary of the “very important” and “important” ratings. As 
can be seen in Table 3, more than half of the respondents gave “very important” or 
“important” ratings to all but three of the characteristics in the list. Five of the 
characteristics — work ethics, communication abilities, ability to learn on the job, motivation or 
initiative, and working with others— were rated as “very important” or “important” by over 90% 
of the respondents. In comparison, only 25% of respondents rated GPA or academic 
credentials as “very important” or “important”. 



Table 3: Characteristics and Skills Rated “Very Important” or 


“Important” 




by Area Employers 






Characteristics and Skills 


Very Important 


Important 


Combined* 


Rated as “Very Important” or “Important” By More Than 90% of the Respondents 


Work ethics 


72% 


23% 


95% 


Communication abilities 


73% 


21% 


94% 


Ability to learn on the job 


63% 


32% 


95% 


Motivation or initiative 


59% 


34% 


93% 


Working with others 


59% 


33% 


92% 


Rated as “Very Important" or 1 


“Important” By 61% to 90% of the Respondents 


Ability to solve job problems 


48% 


39% 


87% 


Interpersonal skills 


43% 


40% 


83% 


Reading/comprehension skills 


41% 


39% 


80% 


Overall preparation for employment 


37% 


42% 


79% 



Rated as “Very Important” or “Important” By 50% to 60% of the Respondents 



Computer skills 


29% 


30% 


59% 


Special technical job skills 


30% 


29% 


59% 


Analytical aptitude 


21% 


38% 


59% 


Familiarity with job equipment 


28% 


30% 


58% 


Mathematical skills 


20% 


32% 


52% 


Rated as “Very Important" or 


“Important” By Less Than 50% of the Respondents 


Work experience 


16% 


29% 


45% 


Leadership abilities 


16% 


29% 


45% 


GPA or academic credentials 


6% 


19% 


25% 


*Total percentage of respondents who rated characteristic “very important” or 


“important”. 





I. The Importance of Work Ethics 



Area employers rated work ethics as extremely important in the workplace. As shown in 
Table 4, a total of 95% of those responding to the question gave work ethics a “very 
important” or “important” rating. Seventy-two percent of respondents rated work ethics as 
“very important” and another 23% rated work ethics as “important”. 

During telephone interviews, most respondents not only stated that work ethics were 
important, but went on to define what they meant by work ethics. Interpretations of the term 
“work ethics” differed among respondents. To some respondents, it seemed to mean having 
strong moral principles and being professional, trustworthy, and honest. Others responded 
that employees who were respectful of the business, the patrons, and their co-workers 
exhibited work ethics they valued. Having a commitment to work, showing up on time, not 
calling in sick when well, and having good work habits were other standards of behavior that 
some respondents indicated they regarded as reflective of a good work ethic. Some 
respondents commented on work ethics in terms of specific business ethics they expected, 
such as assuming that employees would not engage in behavior that could put the company 
at risk, as for example, by accepting bribes or misrepresenting a product. 

Respondents in telephone interviews repeatedly addressed the need and desire for ethical 
employees. Some indicated that they wanted “all of the ethical traits” in their employees. 
Others expressed the view that employees with good values supported the business in a way 
that guided the business toward prosperity. Many respondents stressed the need for 
“values” to be reinforced at the college level. 



Table 4: Importance of Work Ethics 



Rating 


• : H' • • Responses . v : - 1 


> # 




Very Important 


1,097 


72.1 


Important 


350 


23.0 


Somewhat Important 


64 


4.2 


A Little Important 


7 


0.5 


Not At All Important 


1 


0.1 


Not Applicable 


1 


0.1 


Total 


1,520 


100.0% 



Figure 2 further illustrates the degree of importance that area businesses attached to 
employees having sound work ethics. 
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